In October 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) released its report on the impacts of global warming of 1.5 C above preindustrial levels.
1
In October 2018, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) released its report on the impacts of global warming of 1.5 C above preindustrial levels. 1 It's not a pretty picture. The IPCC reports that this temperature increase will be reached sometime between 2030 and 2052-and the 1 C increase since the year 1850 occurred in 2017. Much of that warming has taken place over the last several decades. The key points of the report are that warming to 1.5 C by mid-century will have substantial adverse impacts, but these impacts will be less severe than if we permit a global warming increase of 2.0 C over pre-industrial levels during the same time period (the goal set in the Paris Agreement). The report urges that the difference of 0.5 C will make a very significant difference for humans and all life on the planet. If we can limit warming to 1.5 C with massive reductions of greenhouse gas emissions, and sustain those reductions through to the end of the century, then the models predict that we could prevent irreversible physical dynamics and devastating consequences for human populations, other life forms on the planet, and ecosystems.
The climate and global changes that are already occurring and will intensify rapidly over the next two decades are a result of human-generated (anthropogenic) greenhouse gas emissions. Our fossil fuel economies for producing the goods and services we consume and require for survival must be halted and replaced with economies fueled by renewable energy sources. To achieve this on a global scale will require substantial energy conservation, transformation of agricultural production, urban development based on ecologically sustainable systems that promote healthy and safe populations (transportation, housing, industrial/economic, and more), land use that supports ecological and biological diversity and resilience while providing for human needs (including water), and industrial systems that drastically reduce waste and generation of toxic and hazardous materials. The 2018 report of the Global Commission on the Economy and Climate-The New Climate Economy report-lists these necessary changes as clean energy systems, smarter urban development, sustainable land use, wise water management, and a circular industrial economy. The report states that globally, making this transition to a ". . . low-carbon economy could deliver a direct economic gain of U.S. $26 trillion through to 2030 compared to business-as-usual" and further taking such climate protection action ". . . could generate over 65 million new low-carbon jobs in 2030 . . .." The report notes that global warming climate changes result largely from human activities in the industrial era. Warming from anthropogenic greenhouse gas emissions during that period "will persist for centuries to millennia and will continue to cause further long-term changes in the climate system . . .." Humanity will need to make significant adaptations to reduce the risks of climate changes; however, far fewer adaptions will be required if global warming can be limited to 1.5 C compared to 2 C. The report warns that:
Pathways limiting global warming to 1.5 C with no or limited overshoot would require rapid and far-reaching transitions in energy, land, urban and infrastructure (including transport and buildings), and industrial systems (high confidence). These systems transitions are unprecedented in terms of scale, but not necessarily in terms of speed, and imply deep emissions reductions in all sectors, a wide portfolio of mitigation options and a significant upscaling of investments in those options.
The report concludes that carbon dioxide removal can be achieved ". . . without reliance on bioenergy with carbon capture and storage" but only if ". . . global CO 2 emissions start to decline well before 2030." The authors further note that limiting global warming to 1.5 C rather than 2 C can avoid many negative impacts on goals for sustainable development, eradicating poverty and reducing inequalities, and that adaptation option selection and implementation can further benefit poverty reduction.
That is lofty language that is accurate and greatly appreciated, but preventing climate change in a way that reduces global poverty and advances sustainable development broadly will require powerful social movements working in solidarity to move ruling class action in that direction. Our challenge is to build that international unity within less than a decade. We have to disrupt the plans and control of international, national, regional, local regimes whose power and wealth accumulation depend on the existing fossil fuel economy. A task that will be overwhelming. As an example, here in the United States, we have key areas of the federal government under the direct control of fossil fuel industry loyalists-the Environmental Protection Agency, Energy, Interior, State Department, Vice President. All sectors of industry are major donors to the election campaigns of members of Congress. All that is on top of similar controls in most of the states.
For the labor, occupational health and safety, environmental, and public health movements, blue-green alliances must deepen and become dominant. "Turtles and Teamsters" must rise in unity with the environmental justice, women's, and broader civil rights movements. The data and models exist and can be brought to scale. Robert Pollin and the Political Economy Research Institute has long provided the data to demonstrate that a green economy can create far more long-term jobs than making the same investment to either the fossil fuel economy or a militarized economy.
In 2015, just ahead of the U.N. Conference of the Parties Twenty-First meeting (COP21) meeting for the Framework Convention on Climate Change in Paris, Pollin published an article in The Nation detailing how the climate can be stabilized without economic de-growth (yes, it has been three years since the Paris Agreement). 3 Pollin argued not only that a de-growth strategy would be economically deadly, but also that because of political opposition it would fail to be implemented. On the other hand, to stabilize the climate we can instead maintain economic growth that is focused on sustainable development. He provides research that shows that growth can be sustained, and in fact a transition to a green economy could expand growth, pushing many countries toward fullemployment economies. The research looked at nine countries that had made commitments in the Paris Agreement: Brazil, China, Germany, India, Indonesia, South Africa, South Korea, Spain, and the United States (prior to Trump's election and determination to have the United States withdraw from its Paris Agreement commitments). This set of countries includes countries whose economy is lower middle income (India and Indonesia), upper middle income (Brazil and South Africa), and high income (Germany, South Korea, Spain, and the United States) according to World Bank categorization. Showing that each of these economic categories can make successful greening transitions demonstrates that an integrated global effort can be effective in meeting the climate change challenges and in avoiding an insufficient "green growth in one country" set of strategies.
Much pressure will be applied for countries to move in directions that sustain business-as-usual/power-as-usual approaches-that is, greenhouse gas emission reduction strategies that prevent existing power elites from losing their grip on national politics and economics. We know that the representative voices of oppressed minorities and majorities (women, the working class) must drive the direction of solutions. Indigenous populations have suffered centuries of oppression and loss of land and other natural resources that support their communities and cultures. The devastation and genocide indigenous populations have suffered from colonialism, imperialism, and empire expansion along with the ravages of toxic industrial pollution in addition to anthropogenic global warming must end. Restitution, respect, and solidarity are required for climate action success. Further, ancient Persian building technologies and Indian agricultural technologies and practices are examples that have facilitated human resilience in areas with variable climates. There will be much to learn from these and similar practices, and the legacy of unsustainable industrial land, food, and water management must be heeded as we consider innovations to adapt and mitigate global warming. We must act with our knowledge of the adverse human health and ecological stability consequences that resulted from these technologies and practices.
The weakness of the climate models developed during the last several decades is that they have tended to underestimate the threats to human health and safety. Many predicted outcomes are coming sooner and with even greater intensity. All of our movements and work must adopt a climate change focus. Otherwise, our work will become crippled by the devastation of catastrophic climate change, and strategies to establish global climate stability will more likely crash and burn without equitable and just social and economic civic organization. Each of us must do what we can and be deliberate in making the connections that can bring about quick action. New Solutions has no blueprint to offer. Unfortunately, we have too few answers. We hope though that our pages can increasingly provide information supporting unity in social justice movements and power to bring about the needed changes.
This issue of New Solutions presents Part 2 of our special issue "BP Oil Spill and Community Sustainability," organized by guest editor John Sullivan. The discussion of citizen science as an environmental justice tool is expanded from Part 1 in the last issue. Although citizen science is not a panacea for successful community organizing, the authors show the potential that was activated in the Gulf Coast Health Alliance: Health Risks related to the Macondo Spill (GC-HARMS). As a model that incorporated community-based participatory research and citizen science, we see how these tools can increase community knowledge and scientific and political sophistication and open the space for dialog and informed decision-making grounded in a sense of community power. Certainly, these processes can be used to build consensus on taking appropriate climate change action. Reading the articles in the special issue, we are reminded that when we want to understand problems and devise workable and acceptable solutions, we need to listen to each other. Part of listening to others is to learn how to speak to them so that they will understand us. Confronting the contradictory problems of oil industry jobs versus a clean environment is part of the complex set of issues we address with climate change. The GC-HARMS model can help us consider how we go about building unity to make the transition to a green economy.
